excavated only during the last one hundred years. These texts, like ordinary archaeological materials, constitute specialized fields of scholarship, and they are now the objects of research, and the sources of information, which historians cannot ignore.
Moreover, since the discovery of the oracle bone inscriptions and the Dunhuang manuscripts in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Chinese scholars have deliberately undertaken research to link their archaeological discoveries to ancient documents. The greatest historian of the twentieth century, Wang Guowei, referred to this linked approach as a 'double-layered evidentiary method'. 4 Unlike other historical work of the early twentieth century, current written work on Chinese ancient history is inseparable from the support of archaeological evidence. Indeed, some historical work is undertaken by professional archaeologists. 5 Of course, special topics and integrated archaeological research, especially that related to the Shang and Zhou dynasties and later, are inseparable from the study of historical documents; otherwise, certain archaeological interpretations would be completely inadequate. It is no surprise that some scholars say:
The historian who disregards archaeological evidence soon finds out that the field has passed him or her by; the archaeologist who is unfamiliar with traditional documents will miss much of the spirit that gives life to his or her artifacts. 6 However, it is worth noting that there is a growing trend towards biased or distorted interpretations, applied in both directions, between traditional documents and archaeological discoveries. 7 The importance of archaeological discoveries to the study of Chinese history is generally acknowledged. Today, the study of ancient China's economy, culture, society, science and technology, or even politics and thought, cannot exist independently of archaeology. 8 The earlier the period, the more reliant we are on archaeology.
In this brief paper, I cannot detail all of the important archaeological discoveries, and their contributions to the understanding of Chinese history, made during the sixty years since the founding of the People's Republic. In fact, I do not have the ability to write such a comprehensive work. I can only describe some of the important discoveries that I am familiar with, and indicate how they have changed the traditional understanding of the origins of Chinese culture, civilization, and the formation of the Chinese nation. I hope that readers of this paper will communicate their views about it back to me. demonstrated that Yangshao culture, having passed through the so-called Miaodigou culture's second phase, eventually developed into the Longshan culture. 14 So Yangshao culture came to be considered as the source of Chinese culture, a source located in the border region of Shanxi, Shaanxi and Henan provinces, precisely in the place that was traditionally designated 'the Central Plain'. Thus this culture of the Central Plain was thought to have expanded into the four quarters of China, forming the so-called 'Longshanoid' or 'Longshanized' phase, which ultimately established the foundations of the Chinese civilization of the historical period. 15 This archaeological evidence based interpretation closely matched and supported the traditional historiographic theory which assigned a core and fundamental role to the Central Plain, and considered that all higher cultural advances had spread outwards from there. This viewpoint dominated Chinese archaeological and historical studies until the late 1970s, when new archaeological discoveries and an open academic environment broke down this 'nucleus area' hypothesis, and put forward the theoretical model of 'regional systems and cultural types' or 'regional cultures and multiple origins' hypothesis. 16 In 1981, the distinguished Chinese archeologist Su Bingqi (1909 Bingqi ( -1997 argued for support of the 'regional systems and cultural types' hypothesis. He explicitly challenged the 'nucleus area theory' by dividing Chinese prehistoric cultures into six regions: 1) the contiguous border area of Shaanxi, Shanxi and Henan provinces, 2) Shandong province and some neighbouring areas, 3) Hubei province and neighbouring areas, 4) the lower reaches of the Yangzi River, 5) a southern region with a central axis from Poyang Lake to the Pearl River Delta, and 6) a northern region focused chiefly on the land area in which the historical Great Wall was later built.
I. The Origin of Chinese People and Chinese Culture

Su Bingqi states that:
In the past, there was a view that the Yellow River valley was the cradle of the Chinese nation, and that our national culture first began to develop from here, then expanded to the four quarters, while other regional cultures were more backward and developed only by influence from it. This is an incomplete explanation. Historically, the Yellow River Basin did, indeed, play an important role, particularly in the period of civilization, when it often occupied a dominant position. However, other ancient cultures in other regions concurrently developed their own distinct characteristics, through their own paths. This has been proved by ever increasing quantities of archaeological evidence from various places. At the same time, the Central Plain and other regions always mutually influenced each other. 17 The multiple-origins hypothesis, as represented in the theory of regional systems and cultural types, emphasizes that all regional cultures have made their own contributions to the formation of Chinese culture. However, different cultures do not develop uniformly and some always precede others. Thus, while emphasizing cultural diversity, a growing number of researchers have also noted the unified character of Chinese prehistoric culture and the core role of the Central Plain's culture.
Professor Yan Wenming of Peking University aptly summarized this point. He too divided the Chinese prehistoric culture into six, mostly similar, large regions:
If we consider the various cultural types of the Central Plain region to be the first level, the five cultural regions around it make up the second level, and in the outermost layer are many other cultural zones which may be considered a third level... (the latter) being comparable to flower petals (i.e. organic outgrowth) of the second level. Moreover, the Neolithic cultures of all China resemble an enormous flower with multi-layered petals... (Furthermore) Early Chinese civilization did not happen in one region, but successively in many regions, as the result of mutual effects and stimulation among various cultural centers in this vast area. The originating regions of the early civilization should be reckoned to include all of North China proper and the middle and lower reaches of the Yangzi River. Moreover, in regard to the originating and formative processes of civilization, the Central Plain in all cases played a leading and prominent role.
Professor Yan also wrote that:
The Chinese prehistoric culture is a hierarchical and centripetal structure. The civilization first started in the Central Plain, followed by surrounding cultural zones; the third layer, which is the outermost layer of cultural zones, entered the civilization much later. Therefore, during the originating and formative processes of the early Chinese civilization, it was impossible for external cultures to play important roles. Grand scale interactions between Chinese culture and that of foreign countries only began in the Han dynasty, after complete formation of the ancient civilization. No matter how great the scope of these interactions, they had only a limited impact on the development of Chinese culture, and could not change fundamentally its distinctive national features. 18 In short, the past sixty years of archaeological evidence has proven that Chinese prehistoric culture did not originate from outside of China, nor was it dispersed from a nucleus or cultural center to China's geographic peripheries. Prehistoric cultures developed in each area by adapting locally to natural and environmental conditions, and through direct or indirect relations between these various cultures, they influenced each other, each one making its own contribution, to a greater or a lesser degree, to the formation and development of ancient Chinese civilization. This conceptual framework, which is derived almost completely from archaeological evidence, is now commonly accepted. It is a major challenge to the traditional Chinese view of history, which has endured for more than two thousand years. Archaeology has contributed substantially to our re-examination of the early period of Chinese history.
II. The Formation of Ancient Chinese Civilization
The Xia period (ca. 2200 until ca. 1750 BCE) is traditionally described as China's first historical dynasty. However archaeological evidence has proven that the Erlitou culture, as represented by the Erlitou site in the Yanshi district of Henan province, is China's first state-level, complex society. 19 However, ancient Chinese civilization was not the consequence of a single event. The formation of a complex society was a slow and tortuous process. For example, archaeological evidence demonstrates that a complex society was developing on China's Central Plain during the mid to late 4th millennium BCE, that is, during the mid to late phase of Yangshao culture, and became what is now described as the Miaodigou culture (named for the representative archaeological site). At first Miaodigou culture powerfully influenced surrounding areas, but by the early 3rd millennium BCE, the people and cultures of these adjacent areas (such as the upper and lower reaches of the Yellow River, the middle and lower reaches of the Yangzi River, and the northern region in which the historical Great Wall was later built) had themselves developed and expanded, and were, in turn, influencing the people and culture of the Central Plain region. Through constant exchanges and interactions between neighbouring cultures, that is, under pressure from the periphery, the Longshan culture of the Central Plain was continually challenged and strengthened, and then gradually became predominant. Finally (ca. early 2nd millennium BCE) this burgeoning complex society manifested its full potential in what is now described as the Erlitou culture. 20 In addition, the later civilizations of three historical and dynastic periods: Xia, Shang and Zhou, were the consequences and beneficiaries of cultures that were founded and had evolved during the Neolithic period. Beginning with the Longshan period (ca. 3rd millennium BCE) many Chinese regions developed larger or smaller kingdoms, which competed with, and culturally influenced, each other. The Xia, Shang and Zhou were merely three sequential political powers that developed in the Yellow River Valley, and they were the successors of many prehistoric cultures.
According to Professor Kwang-chih Chang (1931-2001) the relationships between the three historical eras -Xia, Shang and Zhou -were not only characterized by successive dynastic supremacies, but also, by extended and concurrent dynastic duration. Indeed, this latter relationship between these three states was the most important principal, when viewed within the overall configuration of trends in North China proper. Accordingly, the replacement of one court by another as the eponymous dynasty of an historical period, merely reflected the three states' stages of ascendancy and decline in relative terms of power and weakness. 21 Nevertheless, no large-scale pre-Shang and pre-Zhou sites, which should be archaeologically contemporaneous with those of Erlitou culture, have yet been discovered or excavated. Consequently the majority of Chinese archaeologists consider the Erlitou site to be the late capital city of the Xia dynasty. The Erlitou culture itself was distributed over a limited area, mainly in central and western Henan, to the west of Zhengzhou, and in southern Shanxi. However, the Shang culture, based on sites found in Henan province, experienced an unprecedented expansion, and its political domain and cultural influence reached as far as the Liao River in the north, into Guangdong and Guangxi in the south, to the Gansu and Qinghai region in the west, and into the Chengdu Plain in the southwest, including its eastern part, the Shandong Peninsula. The implementation of the fenfeng system of local enfeoffment (or land tenure) during the Zhou dynastic period, enabled the further expansion of its political domain into surrounding areas. Such expansion laid the basis for the substantial greater political unification achieved under the later Qin and Han dynasties. 22 Although it has been long slighted in traditional histories, in prehistory many powerful regional states developed in the Yangzi River Valley. For example, in the mid-1980s archaeologists discovered the Sanxingdui civilization (ca. 13-12th centuries BCE), in Guanghan district of Sichuan province, and the Dayangzhou civilization, in Xingan district of Jiangxi province. 23 Both of these late Bronze Age cultures should be considered as the prominent representatives of local indigenous civilizations, while also being linked in multiple ways with the Xia, Shang and Zhou civilizations of the Central Plain. 24 After two thousand years of mutual development and fierce competition, such large and small regional states were all absorbed into the torrent of history by the Qin and Han empires at the end of the 1st millennium BCE.
If the six regional cultures of prehistoric China comprised most of later Chinese civilization, and if prehistoric China's various regional cultures, after developing into socially complex cultures throughout the Neolithic period, exhibited increasing tendencies towards a common identity and formed a unique but different cultural community, it is then possible to regard each regional culture's core elements as having been more different from each other than alike. This is the conclusion inferred by archaeologists based on the material remains belonging to these various regional cultures' interactions and conflicts. This culturally independent situation continued until the rise of ancient China's historical civilization -with Xia, Shang and Zhou as the core early dynasties -before gradually changing under the power of these three dynasties. Like a rolling snowball, while the Xia, Shang and Zhou cultures grew ever more substantial, so their cultural identity also gained unprecedented strength, eventually establishing the solid foundation for the later unified, multi-ethnic, Qin and Han dynasties. 25 The historical picture of the Xia, Shang and Zhou periods, viewed from an archaeological perspective, has substantially challenged the long term and traditional perception of the first four thousand years of Chinese history. The rich archaeological discoveries made by the People's Republic of China have not only brought a new understanding of the formation of ancient Chinese civilization and its early development, but also, to a large extent, changed the whole understanding of that history. 26
III. The Environment of Ancient Chinese Civilization in its Development and Structure
Ancient Chinese culture can be described as having such characteristics as: autochthony, unity, and diversity. These characteristics are inseparable from the geographic environment in which they occur. China's special geographic position, comprising a relatively independent geographical unit, determined that its ancient cultures, since the Paleolithic Age, were in a state of relative isolation. Although these Paleolithic cultures are not recognizably 'Chinese', given the duration of the Paleolithic period, it seems that those primitive cultures that developed in the territories of China, developed very differently to primitive Paleolithic cultures of the western part of the Old World.
Since the late Paleolithic period, contacts with the world outside of China gradually increased. But for most of the Neolithic and the Bronze Ages, Chinese culture developed independently because the route from its heartlands (the Yellow River, the middle and lower reaches of the Yangzi River, and their neighbouring areas) to the western part of the Old World was blocked by the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau, and by many deserts and mountains. The route towards the south was also blocked by a series of big rivers, high mountains and tropical rain forests. To the east was the ocean, vast and trackless during most of the prehistoric period. To the north of the Chinese heartland were not only endless stretches of frigid and desert wastelands, but also a series of rivers flowing from west to east, into the sea.
At the same time, while China can be considered a huge geographical unit, it is also composed of a vast number of lower level geographical units: plateaus, plains, basins, mountain ranges, hills, rivers, deserts, swamps, lakes, etc. Topographically, east to west varies through three grades of altitude, while north to south spatial distance extends over more than 30 degrees of latitude. Together these constitute a climatic zone ranging from subtropical to warm temperate, cool temperate, and the Qinghai-Tibet paramos. Three major economic zones, characterized by northern dry farming, southern rice farming and northwestern hunting and grazing, were established during the early to middle Neolithic period, and each formed its own distinctive regional culture, based on features of the local geographical environment. 27 However, the details above do not imply that China's ancient culture was a closed and self-sufficient system, and despite being cut off by high mountains, great deserts and a vast ocean, China's cultural interactions with the external world remained continuous throughout her long history. At present, archaeological discoveries cannot answer all relevant questions, but some phenomena are particularly worthy of note. For example:
It was not until the late phase of the Shang dynasty that horses and horse-drawn chariots suddenly appear.
Wheat appeared abruptly during the Longshan period ca. 2500 BCE, and by the early Shang period's Erligang phase (ca. 1600-1415 BCE) wheat had already become a commonly grown crop in North China.
Since copper and bronze implements appeared almost simultaneously in the 3rd millennium BCE, in the Gansu-Qinghai region and in the Central Plain region, China did not experience the long Copper Age that the western part of the Old World did.
On the Central Plain region goats and sheep began to appear during the Longshan period (3rd millennium BCE) and during the Erlitou (1900-1500 BCE) and Erligang periods these animals became widespread and numerous domesticates.
The jades and tortoise shells found at the late Yin-Shang capital of Anyang have been identified as originating from contemporary China's western and southern border regions, from Xinjiang and the southern maritime zone.
The seashells found in the Sanxingdui culture site at Guanghan, Sichuan province, can be sourced to the Indian Ocean.
Recent research shows that the domesticated water buffalo may also have been introduced from the Indian sub-continent in the 1st millennium BCE. 28 Numerous archaeological discoveries that detail China's relations with the outside world during the Qin-Han period and later are even more numerous than those for earlier periods. But the scale and influence of those relations, before China was forced into open trade by European powers in the AD nineteenth century, were far less than the mutual interactions and conflicts among the various cultural regions within the vast geographical unit of China itself. For example:
The middle and lower reaches of the Yangzi River region is where irrigated rice cultivation originated.
As early as during the Yangshao period (ca. 5000-3000 BCE) rice cultivation had already entered the Yellow River valley.
On the Central Plain region, while the dry field crops of millet, wheat, and legumes were dominant, they were supplemented by the minor agricultural tradition of wet rice cultivation, which can be traced in North China, back to at least to the period ca. 1600-1300 BCE, during the Shang dynasty. 29 A culture of ritual objects, used in religious practices that centered on ancestral offerings, as represented by Erligang bronze vessels, spread rapidly and widely during the Shang dynasty of the mid 2nd millennium BCE throughout the Yangzi River valley and the northern region, transcending the indigenous cultures of each locality, and constituting a widespread 'cultural commonality', which formed the basis of a high level culture definitive of Chinese civilization. 30 To summarize:
The basis of China's culture was formed during the 10,000 years since the Neolithic period.
Its autochthonous, pluralist, and organically integral character is inseparable from the geographical environment in which it occurred.
At the same time, this huge geographical unit's contacts with the external world have never ceased, and China has never been a completely self-sufficient cultural unit, although during the entire ancient period its external contacts never played a decisive role.
Finally, let us return to the issues raised at the start of this paper. The multitude of archaeological discoveries made during the last sixty years of the People's Republic of China have brought about many great, observable and obvious achievements. While the excavation of Yinxu at Anyang has proven the reliability of ancient texts (especially 'Basic Records of Yin' in Records of the Historian), another whole series of subsequent major archaeological discoveries has caused many scholars to rethink their cautious and critical attitude towards ancient texts, an attitude which in fact should be maintained. The 'doubting antiquity' movement of the early twentieth century has been almost entirely replaced by an optimistic credulousness. In the most extreme cases, certain archaeological sites are precisely matched to certain legendary figures recorded in ancient texts. Of course, archaeology can determine the truth or falsehood of ancient texts, but this is only a small part of the value of archaeology to history, and it should be relied upon, using its own methods and evidence, even more so, to reconstruct China's ancient history.
I will raise another example to clarify this point. During the past fifty years or so, China's many archaeologists and historians have expended great energy to prove that the Erlitou site is the Xia dynasty capital and that Erlitou culture is Xia culture. To the present day, this goal has not been achieved, because no excavated written material can explicitly confirm this interpretation. Nevertheless, from a strictly archaeological viewpoint, the discovery of the Erlitou site and the Erlitou culture have not in the least kept us from comprehending the course of historical progress in the mid Yellow River region during the first half of the 2nd millennium BCE. Regardless as to whether or not this culture represents Xia, or whether or not this site represents one or another capital city of the Xia, we can confirm that a state-level society, characterized by a surface area exceeding 3 million square metres, possessing multitudes of architectural foundations and walls made of tamped earth, and yielding high ranking tombs and vessels of bronze and jade, appeared in the fertile land of the Yiluo plain at that time. Archaeological discoveries have proven that this culture is primarily distributed through western Henan and southern Shanxi, and that its influence already extended towards the Yangzi River valley, the goal of which was probably to control critical natural resources such as copper and turquoise. 31 What I would like to confirm, and affirm, is that archaeology has its own methods and goals. It is fully capable of making its own contribution to the reconstruction of China's history, through the use of its own science and language.
